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Six days
and 50
years
Essay | A milestone in Israel’s history is
prompting a re-examination of the 1967 war
and its consequences, writes John Reed

I

sraelis remember the Six Day War
as one of their finest moments — a
national emergency when they
fought a lightning offensive on
three fronts against Egypt, Syria
and Jordan, destroying the Arab states’
air forces within hours and then pushing
deep into Sinai and the West Bank. A
defining image shows three Israeli paratroopers gazing up beside Jerusalem’s
Western Wall, the Jewish site of devotion
that had until then been under Jordanian rule. Taken from below, David Rubinger’s picture cast the men in heroic
light, capturing their awe at the sacred,
disputed territory now in Israel’s gift.
Though dizzyingly swift, the war had
been a long time coming. Tensions
between Israel and its neighbours, rising
since the 1956 Suez crisis, had deepened
with the emergence of a Syriansupported Palestinian guerrilla movement capable of attacking Israel from
Jordanian territory in the West Bank.
These tensions came to a head in May
1967 when Egypt — responding to a false
Soviet report of an Israeli troop build-up
along its borders — massed its own
troops around the Suez Canal, then
closed the Straits of Tiran, at the mouth
of the Red Sea, to Israeli ships. Israel
struck on June 5; two days later its army
reached Jerusalem’s Old City.
The conquest and subsequent occupation of East Jerusalem, the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip transformed both
Israel and the way the outside world
sees it. Palestinians call 1967 the naksa
(“setback”), their second national
calamity after the nakba (“disaster”) of
Israel’s founding in 1948. Euphoria
around the war in Israel fed a Jewish settler movement whose population now
numbers more than 600,000 in East
Jerusalem and the West Bank, land that
those laying down roots call by the Biblical name Judea and Samaria but which
is viewed by the UN as illegally occupied. The conflict has played out
through two Palestinian uprisings and a
recent round of stabbings and other
attacks on Israelis in which scores of
people died in 2015-16.
Today the Palestinians are more internally divided — both ideologically and
physically — than at any time in their
recent history, thanks to the political
split between Fatah and Hamas, and the
Israeli walls, fences, checkpoints and
travel permit requirements that restrict
movement between East Jerusalem, the
West Bank and Gaza. While Donald
Trump has promised to do what no
other US president has done and forge
the “ultimate” peace deal, most in the
region are sceptical that the partners for
a deal currently exist in either Benjamin
Netanyahu’s hard-right coalition or in
the ageing cadres of Mahmoud Abbas’s
Palestinian Authority in Ramallah.
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With the occupation now in ripe middle age, an engaging crop of new books is
re-examining its consequences — and, in
the case of Guy Laron’s The Six Day War,
making us look afresh at the events that
led to conflict between Israel and its
neighbours. Laron, a historian at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, argues that the
war was no accident; rather, it was
“designed and even desired by prominent military figures in the warring
countries”. Taking issue with the narrow
national and military focus of some past
accounts, he zeroes in on the role played
by economic pressures, generational
conflict and civil-military tensions in
pushing all parties towardsthebrink.
Egypt, in the 1960s, was enmeshed in
an expensive and grisly military intervention in Yemen that burdened its
economy and pushed Gamal Abdel
Nasser, its president, closer to Abdel
Hakim Amer, his first vice-president
and army chief of staff. There, as in
other Arab countries, the military was
used largely for domestic purposes, to
spy on the public and quash dissent —
a distortion that was to prove disastrous
once the war started.
In Israel too, a balance of payments
crisis was undermining the authority of
prime minister Levi Eshkol, paving the
way for a cabinet shake-up that would
install the upstart military veteran
Moshe Dayan, 20 years his junior, as
minister of defence. While Eshkol
was wary of war, Young Turks in the
army had been pushing since the early
1960s for Israel to expand its borders
and achieve “strategic depth”, a term
that Israeli policymakers use to this day.
In Laron’s telling, youthful Fatah guerrillas were spoiling for a fight too, rebelling against a generation of older Palestinian grandees.
Laron devotes three-quarters of his
book to the lead-up to the war. When the
fighting starts, the narrative reverts to

the familiar one: Israel acts swiftly, reckoning it has two or three days at most
to establish dominance on the ground
before the superpowers and the international community demand a ceasefire.
The war cemented the Israeli military’s formidable reputation, and with it
Israel’s faith in an offensive doctrine
that it has deployed in numerous
smaller conflicts in the five decades
since. Yet Israel had also been left
with responsibility for the fate of millions of Palestinians; the occupation
became, in Laron’s words, a “low-cost
permanent condition”.
The day-to-day reality of that “permanent condition” is the subject of
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Kingdom of Olives and Ash, an anthology
of reportage and reflections on Palestinian life edited by novelists Michael
Chabon and Ayelet Waldman. Last year,
the husband-and-wife team corralled a
world-class roster of their peers — the
list includes Colm Tóibín, Mario Vargas
Llosa and Hari Kunzru — to bear witness
to the occupation as guests of Breaking
the Silence, a pro-peace non-governmental organisation. The resulting collection takes in subjects ranging from
Israel’s security barrier and the military
court system to the political uses of
archaeology and history.
The challenge of writing about this
low-level but rancorous conflict, which
doles out small injustices and humiliations to Palestinians more often than it
does rank brutality, is a daunting one.
Literary prominence does not necessarily confer the ability to grasp a topic with

a long back story and complex legal and
historical dimensions; however, with
a few exceptions, the writers prove
themselves up to the task. Rachel Kushner’s memorable essay looks at the
Shuafat refugee camp, a high-rise,
walled piece of lawless urban blight
inside Jerusalem’s city limits. Geraldine
Brooks, who covered the first intifada as
a news reporter, writes incisively about
Ahmed Manasra, a Palestinian teenager
jailed for attempted murder for his role
in a stabbing attack in the recent wave of
violence, when many of the assailants
and victims alike were children.
This book will make a lot of rightwing
Israelis angry — but they aren’t the
intended audience. The writers’ essays
reflect a broadly faithful, if bleak,
account of how life under occupation
stunts many Palestinians’ lives and livelihoods. (It’s worth noting that the critical accounts of the occupation offered
by these writers — much like the dispatches of foreign journalists based in
the region — are often echoed in the
analysis of serving and former Israeli
military and security officials, who,
unlike most Israelis, spend ample time
in the West Bank.) “How does a Palestinian know life is passing by?” Palestinian author Ala Hlehel writes in one of
the collection’s strongest essays. “By the
endless red tile roofs which stand out,
stand out and increase, amid the verdancy of this confiscated land.”
One set of voices largely absent from
the Waldman/Chabon volume are Jewish settlers, the subjects of City on a Hilltop by the Oxford-based academic Sara
Hirschhorn. Hirschhorn focuses on
American-born Israelis, who are overrepresented in the settler movement
relative to their more modest demographic weight inside Israel proper.
Their prominence explains why news
reports on violent clashes in places
such as Hebron sometimes include

soundbites from settlers with Brooklyn
or New Jersey accents.
The American-Israeli settlers, Hirschhorn writes, are also children of 1967.
The war marked a sea-change in the
lives of Jewish-Americans, many of
whom embraced Zionism in the wake of
the victory. Some identified with Israel;
others were uncomfortable with the
direction the US counterculture was taking, including new criticism of Israel that
surfaced in leftist circles after the war.
There was a distinctively hippie-ish,
utopian cast to some of the early settlers, which Hirschhorn captures well in
her meticulous account of Yamit, a seaside settlement in Sinai that was evacuated after Israel’s peace treaty with
Egypt. “We had different levels of education and divergent interests, except
when it came to Yamit,” Gedaliah
Mazal, one of the settlers observes.
“There we were all united: we would
create a completely unique community,
one where anyone, from any walk of
life, would be welcome.” Jewish-American immigrants also established Efrat,
an upscale suburban settlement sometimes called “occupied Scarsdale”
because it offers million-dollar mansions over the Green Line.
Hirschhorn’s central theme is “the
clash between Jewish-American settlers’ liberal personas and their illiberal
project”. Neither excusing nor downplaying settler violence, she nonetheless
gives voice to one part of a community
that is in the West Bank for the foreseeable future, and which has powerful
advocates in the Netanayhu government. For anyone interested in the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it is worth
listening to these people too — not least
because they will be a key consideration
if a peace deal is indeed reached.
Is such a deal conceivable in the near
term? In The Only Language They Understand — the arch title paraphrases a

cliché often heard on both sides —
Nathan Thrall suggests that the answer
to that question is more likely to be
decided in Washington than in Jerusalem or Ramallah. Thrall, an analyst for
the International Crisis Group who is
one of the best-informed and most
trenchant observers of the conflict,
argues that in the past only coercion or
outright force have been enough to
move either side towards peace: “Faced
with the threat of real losses — whether
human, economic, or political — Israelis
and Palestinians have made dramatic
concessions to avert them.”
Thrall writes favourably about the
presidency of Jimmy Carter, whose persistent pressure on both sides pushed
Israel to make peace with Egypt, and the
Palestinians to move towards the principle of accepting the two-state solution.
Palestinian violence, he writes, played a
role in pushing Israel towards the notion
of two states for two peoples, as did the
Palestinians’ recognition of Israel’s
undeniable military prowess in the
years after 1967.
While US presidents from Bill Clinton
to Barack Obama have embraced Israel
rather than browbeating it in their push
to advance peace, Thrall favours a
tougher approach. “Forcing Israel to
make larger, conflict-ending concessions would require making its fallback
option so unappealing that Israel would
view a peace agreement as an escape
from something worse,” he writes.
Thrall’s testimony to the power of
coercion has resonance in the time of
Trump, whose bluster and iconoclasm
have raised guarded optimism in the
region that he might have the nerve to
lean on both sides. But after 50 years, it
is hard to imagine he will succeed where
so many other US leaders have failed.

dispenses further admissions and
“guilty secrets”, detailing his youthful
mental breakdown, depression, unrequited love and neglect of his father.
But Marsh’s attention in Admissions is
principally focused on the end game
of his life and career. How does an individual who has lived in the midst of
human tragedy for so many years,
presiding over life-and-death decisions
and being confronted daily with the
transient nature of the “self”, confront
the prospect of retirement? How to
deal with the “frightening void” of
unstructured time?
When it comes, Marsh’s retirement
is precipitated by an impulsive decision
that is in part a reaction to his marked
dissatisfaction and frustration with the
increasing bureaucracy of hospital
medicine, the diminishing authority
of medical staff, enforced political

correctness, contrived targets and the
decaying infrastructure of Britain’s
National Health Service. His book is in
this sense an epitaph to an incarnation
of the NHS that existed in gentler,
better-funded and less regulated times.
As one might expect, however, from a
high-spirited individual such as Marsh,
his “retirement” is no less vigorous and
varied than his former life. From his
regular travels to Nepal to assist a
former pupil at his neurosurgical unit
in Kathmandu and jaunts to Ukraine
to operate with a friend in Kiev, to his
Zen-like renovation of a derelict canalside cottage in Oxford, Marsh’s eloquent book is — among many other
things — a testament to the tenacity of
the human spirit.
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A surgeon’s story
Henry Marsh develops the
confessional themes of his
first memoir in a fine sequel,
says Adrian Woolfson

T

he conscious self, Henry
Marsh tells us in his wonderful new book Admissions, seems to sail “on the
surface of an unfathomable, electrochemical sea”. He acknowledges that his many years as a neurosurgeon, rather than deepening his
understanding of brain function, have
instead led him to resign himself to the
mystery and fragility of human nature.
A tumour in the frontal lobes of the
brain, for example, may transform a
kind and considerate individual into an

irrational and disinhibited being, while
leaving their intellect intact. But for all
the advances of neuroscience, we still
know little about how the convoluted
mass of grey and white matter sitting
within our skull is able to generate
these complex behaviours.
As Marsh confronts his imminent retirement and the prospect of
detaching himself from the
familiar but unnatural world
of the operating theatre, the
author comes to realise
that his own mind is
slowly metamorphosing.
This is the result not of a
disease process but simply of the incremental
process of ageing; the sense
of his own mortality is
Henry Marsh — Tom Pilston

overwhelming. Time itself is engaged in
an assault on his mental integrity.
Gone is the detached and overconfident clinical persona of his youth,
simultaneously a necessary tool for
coping with the daily misery of
human pathology and the instrument of his emotional blunting.
This is replaced by a more sensitive, vulnerable and reflective
version of himself, one
that has come to accept
that he too will inevitably
be admitted to the
underclass of “patients”.
Whereas he once
relished the challenge
of
neurosurgery,
Marsh now finds himself
longing to escape from the
carnage wrought on human
flesh by tumours he has
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A Life in Brain
Surgery
by Henry Marsh
Weidenfeld &
Nicolson £16.99
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witnessed at first hand, which bore into
brains “like deathwatch beetles in a timber building”.
Admissions develops the confessional
themes of Marsh’s bestselling memoir
Do No Harm, in which he recounted episodes from his professional life and
wrote frankly about his own surgical
mistakes — some of which had catastrophic consequences. The follow-up
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